TITLE OF INVENTION 
Method and apparatus for presenting price comparison to prospective buyers. 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED PUBLICATIONS 
Not applicable 

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY SPONSORED RESEARCH OR DEVELOPMENT 
Not applicable 

REFERENCE TO A MICROFICHE APPENDIX 
Not applicable 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is a method and apparatus for presenting price comparison to prospective 
buyers by enabling them to inspect a listing, or other visual or audible representation of plural items available 
for purchase. 

Comparing prices and features of products offered by various merchants is a daunting task for 
prospective buyers because of the multitude of methods employed by merchants to communicate such 
information. Focus of the present invention is on products that are offered for sale in stores maintained by 
merchants which the prospective buyers may personally visit to see and/or touch and/or feel the product before 
making the purchase. Examples of such stores are Sears, Circuit City, Radio Shack, Macys etc. that stock 
products in various stores. These merchants utilize many different methods and media to communicate the 
prices and features information to the prospective buyers. One of the methods is to advertise prices and 
features of products offered for sale, by compiling them in a booklet or flyer to form a sales circular. This 
sales circular can then be mailed to prospective buyers using mailing lists. Another way is to send the sales 
circular as part of a newspaper either as an insert/attachment or as an advertisers. Yet another way is to 
use mass media advertising like TV, radio, or the Internet to communicate all or a part of the sales circular 
information to the prospective buyers. The sales circular may be part of a booklet published and distributed by 
an advertising company that displays prices and features for products offered by area merchants. Some 
merchants print catalogs, containing information on prices and features of products offered for sale, in 
addition to the above mentioned methods or by itself that can be mailed and/or picked up by the prospective 
buyers from the merchant stores. Many of these merchants claim to have the lowest prices for products and 
some even offer to beat the competitors price. Merchants also announce special sales events and distribute 
coupons that can be used to purchase products for a specific price and/or at a discount to the sales price. 
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prices for products. 

Tins abundance of information requires a major effort to collect all data on prices and features of 
products offered for sale by the merchants. Electing all such data is made more difficult for the blowing 

reasons: 6 

• The merchants target their advertising to the area where their stores are located For example even for a 
small state .ike New Jersey (it is the 5* smallest state), Star Ledger has thirteen editions - one for each of 
the tlurteen counties. Monmouth county edition of Sunday Star Ledger does not carry sales circular for 
Target but Middlesex county edition does. The reason for this is that Targe, has a store in Middlesex 
county but not in Monmouth county. 

• ^-^-ilsa,^ 

carry a store credit card may not receive the sales circular for that store. 

• ^--hantstakepecpleoflFmaUmglistsifnopurchaseismade 

• It's easy to miss advertisements on TV, radio, Internet, or in newspapers. 

• Many merchants organize middle of the week sales that may be announced in daily newspapers and are 
nnssed by those who only subscribe to Sunday newspapers. 

• Coupons can help bring the cost down but are not easy to find Many merchants run advertisements on 
TV or radio but can distribute coupons only by direct mail or newspapers. Some merchants offer coupons 
on the World Wide Web requiring the prospective buyers to have a color printer and install special 
software on their computers to download and print coupons. An example of such a website is 
www.cdsavings.com. When buyers purchase products without the coupons, they end up paving more. 

Once the prospective buyers collect all the information they could, they have to organize the data and 
focus on the product they wish to purchase. This requires still more time and effort Finally, they have to do 
the once comparison taking into account all special promotions, coupons, rebates etc. Price comparison is 
more difficult when me manufactures offer ^*mm*n^± t^^^^^ 
manufactures offer rebates and a group of products must be purchased to receive the rebate. 

Some merchants bait the prospective buyers by advertising a price for a specific product and then try 
to swttch them to another product when the U^f^*****^*^^^ 
that the advertised product is sold ^^w^^^ m ^^ Sm ^^ 

agam (,f they really do need the product right away) or they come back to the store when the product , 
stock again. This makes the shopping experience very frustrating. 
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Price and/or feature comparison for some of the products offered for purchase on the World Wide 
Web (WWW) is available on many WWW websites. The examples of such comparative data can be seen at 
www.compare.net, www.bottomdolIar.com, www.toplOguide.com, www.shoppingexplorer.com, 
www.shopfind.com, ww.roboshopper.com, www.jango.com etc. However, these websites primarily provide 
comparison for products offered for sale on the WWW and thus provide help to prospective buyers that do on- 
line shopping. These websites do not contain comparison data on daily/weekly/monthly sale events advertised 
by merchants as described above that is the focus of this invention. Website at www.compare.net provides 
companson of product features. Website at www.bottomdoilar.com provides comparison for products 
available on the WWW. Website at toplOguide.com provides top ten picks available online for a selection of 
products available on the WWW. Website at www.shoppingexplorer.ccm requires the user to load special 
software on the computer and searches websites of participating merchants. Website at www.shopfind.com 
searches only those sites that allow online purchase through a secure SSL-encrypted connection. Website at 
www.roboshopper.com claims to have the fastest way to find best values on the Web. Website at 
www.jango.com searches websites of online merchants on the WWW and allows placing an order online. 

A majority of prospective buyers currently purchase products that are offered for sale in stores 
maintained by merchants which the prospective buyers visit to sec and/or touch and/or feel the product before 
they make the purchase. These prospective buyers have to collect data from sales circulars, advertisements 
catalogs etc. and rely on themselves to do their comparison shopping. What is desired is a central source that 
compares all such data for products offered by a plurality of merchants and can present the comparison 
information to dramatically reduce the effort and time required in doing such comparison. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention helps prospective buyers in shopping for products with the best prices and/or 
features. The present invention employs a computer system which is linked to databases containing 
information about products available for sale. 

The present invention allows easy price comparison for products that are offered for sale in stores ' 
maintained by merchants which the prospective buyers may personally visit to see and/or touch and/or feel the 
product. The present invention removes all three barriers to price and feature comparison by providing all 
data, organizing the data to allow easy search for products, and comparing all information including special 
promotions, coupons, rebates etc. to present the products with the best prices. In addition, the present 
invention provides the following advantages: 

• ™epresentati OT of comparison^ 
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. The prospective buyer^ay choose to compare prices in a different gec^L, area than their town 
and/or county and/or state to find the merchant with the best price and/or features. 

• Many stores offer a thirty day price protection which means if the same product is advertised for less 
wnhtn thirty days of the purchase, the buyer can get a price adjustment. The buyer may continue to check 
the prices for next thirty days to find out if the same product is advertised for less. This translates to a five 
fold increase in time and effort that can be potentially saved. 

• Checking the store inventory before going to the store to pick up the product will cut down on bait and 
swuch. if the store inventory is checked and the product is out of stock, the prospective buyer may decide 
to go to a different store or a different merchant or may decide to get a raincheck to buy the product at a 
later tune. This cuts down on frustration and allows the prospective buyers to accomplish shopping in a 
much shorter period of time. 

Further objects and advantages of our invention will become apparent from the ensuing description. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

The data from the merchants is collected into databases that contain information about products 
mcludmg merchant name, product description and/or model number, sales price, coupons/rebates, and other 
deta* like regular price, decs etc. This information is changed based on availability of information from the 
merchants. The frequency of change is dependent on announcements ofsa.es events and may be many times a 
day, daily, weekly, monthly etc. The data collection can be done by collecting information from all the 
methods used by the merchants to communicate prices and features information to the prospective buyers The 
major source of such information are the sales circulars, advertisements, and catalogs. This information may 
be collected directly from the merchants or the newspapers in printed or electronic format. The data is stored 
on storage devices that are part of a single computer system or a network of multiple computer systems. 

^edataissearchedbas^onasearchkey. The sea^ key is either exp^ 
denved. The search key will contain at least one of a plurality of attributes. These attributes may be a 
geography, region, product name, product category, model number, product description, price, product 
features, brand name etc. These set of attributes are based on the product and may vary from product to 
product. For example, VCRs always have model numbers while dining tables seldom do. The geographical 
reg.on may be defined by postal code, town, county, or state either by itself or in a combination that defines 
one of the attributes of the search key. 

The data is retrieved from the database based on the search key and arranged in a sorted order to 
^owcomparison. ^^^^bl**^**.,*^^^ 

•the optton to sort based on other attributes such as merchant name, product name, model number etc Each 




companson record provideWTchant name and details on the product. ThelSput and output interfaces to the 
apparatus are provided via the World Wide Web, Email, voice telephony, or video telephony. 

In a preferred embodiment, data for all merchants offering a specific product (e.g. VCR) in a specific 
state (e.g. New Jersey) is collected in a database. This data comprises the merchant name, product description, 
sales price, coupons/and rebates as applicable. This data is stored in a database on a storage device. The 
prospective buyer is provided access to this apparatus via the World Wide Web through a Browser interface 
and is presented with options to choose a state and a product. Once the state and product are chosen, the data 
is retrieved and the prospective buyer is presented with a listing of merchants that offer the product for sale in 
chosen state. The records in this listing are sorted in ascending order based on sales price and the prospective 
buyer has the option to sort based on merchant name. 

In an alternative embodiment, die data is so organized as to map to a unique address for a 
geographical area-product combination and a search key is not required to search the data. Thus, the 
prospective buyers are immediately presented with the comparison data for the unique geographical area- 
product pair upon connecting to the unique address. For example, a website can be created on the World Wide 
Web called www.njvcr.com. When the prospective buyers connect to this she using a Browser, they are 
presented with the comparison data for VCRs that are on sale in New Jersey. 

The present invention can be enhanced by checking the inventory at a merchant store local to the 
prospective buyer to determine availability of the product. In addition, the prospective buyer may be allowed 
to reserve the product that can be picked up at a local merchant store. This may be further enhanced by 
inputting a registration token or credit card number that is accepted by the merchant.to guarantee the 
purchase. 

Although several embodiments of the present invention has been described above, it would be readily 
understood by those having ordinary skill in the art that many modifications are possible in the described 
embodiments without departing from the teachings of the present invention. All such modifications are 
intended to be encompassed by the claimed invention. For instance, the present invention may be used to 
present comparison for services offered by merchants. The present invention may also be used to provide 
features comparison either by itself or in association with the price comparison. 
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